FOREWORD

THE LIVES OF MANY FAMOUS MEN ARE LESS COLORFUL THAN
their works. Faced with these sedate careers, the biogra-
pher is tempted to become a novelist, to supplement, inter-
pret and invent, more concerned with his own art than with
the truth, with himself than with his hero; and, instead of
serving a great man, he uses him as a subject.
But with Dostoevsky, it is easier to sin by understatement
than by overstatement. His story is so rich in spectacular
despair and miraculous joy that the temptation is not to fic-
tionize but to shade off. It is as though Dostoevsky had
arranged his life in the style of his novels and made his own
story the most captivating of them all. Its truth seems more
incredible than the most fantastic legend, and to tell it with
scrupulous honesty is enough to arouse the distrust of most
readers. I wish I could take the reader by the hand and show
him the police reports with the emperor's signature in the
margin, the love letters, or the notebooks in which epileptic
fits are noted beside sketches of Gothic cathedrals and plans
for cloudy novels.
There is not a single detail in this book that is not confirmed
by the documents I have consulted. When I write that
Dostoevsky stood before his window to admire a white night
in the sky of St. Petersburg, it is because actually on that date
a white night was observed in the Russian capital. When I
say that Dostoevsky and his friend drove by a fire between
Semipalatinsk and Zmiev, it is because on that very day, ac-
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